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Dismemberment and Disillusionment of Self in Anita Desai"s Cry The Peacock 

Abstract 

Anita Desai's novel Cry The Peacock depicts the mental condition of the woman 
whose world of disillusions collides with the practical world of her husband resulting in 
dejection,loneliness and withdrawl of self. She is demoralized to see the collapse of the 
fictional world of self esteem and self importance with she is grown. Besides, being love 
famished her quest for the search of identity and individuality become meaningless in a 
Indian sterotype families where the women are least prioritized. Unable to cope up with the 
reality vs fantasy she surrenders herself to insanity. The present paper focuses upon the 
disillusionment and dismemberment of Maya's self while journeying from the world of 
fantasy to realism.The hypersensitive mind of Maya is explored through Freud's 
Psychoanalytic theory where her consciousness is aptly illustrated by images, monologues 
and flashbacks. 
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Anita Desai is an Indo-Anglican writer and often peeps into the inner recesses of the 
psyche, rather than merely presenting the outer spectacle of the world. Her focus was more 
on the personal conflict of identity of Indian women living in patriarchal society. By virtue of 
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her writings she has drawn world-wide critical attention and added a new dimension to the 
Indian English fiction. She portrays her characters as individuals “facing single-handed, the 
ferocious assaults of existence” (The Times of India) She herself admitted that she is 
interested in characters who are not average, but have retreated or have been driven into 
despair and so turned against or made to stand against the general current. Her central theme 
is the existential predicament of an individual. Thus, characters in her novels are generally 
neurotic females, highly sensitive and engaged with their dreams and imagination, and 
alienated from their environments. They often differ in their opinions from others and embark 
on long voyages of contemplation, in order to find the meaning of their existence. That is 
why they suffer from their relationships more than others do. Cry, the Peacock , is her first 
novel, has been described as a trendsetter in the field of psychoanalytical realism. It explores 
the inner world of the main protagonist, Maya, and demonstrates her fear, insecurity and 
strange behavior. Through her, she depicts a world of alienation, loneliness and suffering. 
She has established that women need emotional support, involvement and bonding for a 
happy married life. They need something more than the basic amenities like food, clothing 
and shelter. An absence of meaningful relationship leads to crumbling and dismemberment 
of the nuptial bonds. In this novel also she deals with the narrow aspect of Indian culture and 
also challenges the prevalent version of Indian women stereotype that promotes the inequality 
of sexes. Maya is also seen in self analysis and quest for the fulfillment of the emptiness 
which she feels in ties between her husband and society. She is haunted by peculiar sense of 
doom, become neurotic , self-destructive and unhappy. She has a desire to create and 
uncreate the "Self and Place "in home and society. 

Cry, the Peacock (1963) is “a remarkable attempt to fuse fantasy with perceptual 
experience” (Meena Belliappa: 25). It is the faithful description of psychosomatic growth of a 
female character, who cannot cope up with the practical world of the husband and feels 
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dejected, forlorn and demoralized. The central character Maya is the most sensitive woman 
suffering from neurotic fears and marital disharmony. Her abnormality is best understood 
through Freud's psychoanalytic theory in which he classified the idea of the original 
undifferentiated mind, 'the repository of inherited urges and instinctual energy. It contained 
the instincts of Eros - the life or sexual instinct, and Thanatos - the death instinct 
(Schizophrenia as Idealogy 55). She is obsessed by childhood prediction of disaster and 
guided by death instinct as a result of the astrologer's horoscope. Maya and Gautama live in 
sharp contrast. She is alive through all she senses and lives intensely for each moment. She is 
disillusioned of her own Self and on encountring the world of reality her Self gets 
dismembered. Her husband Gautama is remote, detached, intellectual and somewhat 
confused by his wife’s hyper-sensitiveness. Both of them are, as a matter of fact, poles apart 
in their nature. Maya is dreamy, sensitive and emotional, while Gautama is realistic, 
insensitive and rational. Maya is poetic and high-strung while Gautama is detached, 
philosophical and remote. Maya has tenderness, softness and warmth while Gautama is hard 
and cold. In this way they are plagued with the virus of strained relationship because of their 
incompatible temperaments and temperatures ( Sense of Alienation). 

The first person method of narration is crucial to the novel - indeed , one might almost 
say that it constitutes the novel. Since, Maya's private thoughts form the core of her 
experience Gautama sees only the outward manifestation of her thoughts , and those visible 
aspects are so fragmentary that he cannot piece together the total picture of Maya's 
disturbance. Anita Desai explores Maya as an Indian; her thoughts have Indianness about 
them , despite their disturbed state (Weir, 154). She confesses that while she feels about 
India as an Indian'. She thinks about it as an outsider'. Desai probably derived this point of 
view from her German mother, whom she aptly describes as carrying a European core in her 
which protested against certain Indian things, which always maintained its independence and 
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its separateness. She explores the agony of individuals living in present -day-society and 
further deals with intricacy of human relationships. Maya too belongs to the generation of 
those women who are struggling hard to carve out their niche in men's life rather than being a 
silent participant ,watching mutely, tolerating and succumbing before male hagemony. She 
wants to be heard, noticed and vociferous about her uniqueness and individuality . Extremely 
frustrated she looks back to the days spent with her father in an atmosphere of luxury. She is 
seen to share a very affectionate relationship and is at pain to leave her home at marriage. Her 
problem upbringing caused by her mother's death makes her detached from the world outside 
:"My childhood was one in which much was excluded , which grew steadily more-restricted , 
unnatural even, in which I lived as a toy princess in a toy world. But it was pretty one. The 
expectations she had at marriage of her husband , who is much older than her are not 
fulfilled"( Cry, The Peacock). Meena Belliappa's observation that the "world of childhood 
...to Maya stood for a state of grace" gives us a clue to Maya's present disturbed behaviour. 
Her childhood had been carefree perhaps more so in memory than in reality. She had been 
free to romp with pets or small flowers or do what she would; she is almost as free now, years 
later, except for two constraints, Gautama and the astrologer's prediction: she cannot deal 
with them rationally. The introductory and concluding sections of the novel, narrated in the 
third person , give the reader a more objective view of the situation. 

As the story unfolds , it was revealed that she had lost her mother in her childhood. 
She seeks her mother in the natural landscapes and gardens. Being motherless she lives a 
carefree life under the indulgent attention of her loving father, and desires to gain similar 
attention from her husband; but she falls short in her marital voyages. Her inner feelings 
and deepest desires fail to identify herself with her husband Gautama's world and besides 
her total economic dependence on her husband makes her feel rather insecure and powerless. 
She is in search of space in which she is at par with man . Her married life with Gautama is a 
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deadly struggle in which one is destined to kill the other. She relaxes her tension , eases her 
frustration by pondering unconsciously on how "peacocks breaks their bodies "in order to 
relieve their pain. The dance of the peacock is reminiscent of her own life; the feeling of 
killing or get killed engulfs Maya. She is torn between her life and fear of death. She says 
"God, now I am caught in the net of the inescapable, and where lay the possibility of mercy, 
of release'. ...Am I gone insane? Father! Husband, Who is my savior? I am in need of one. I 
am dying and I am in love with living, I am in love and I am dying, God, let me sleep, forget 
me, But No I'll never sleep again. There is no rest any more only death and waiting"(l 16). 

Maya is dissatisfied with the superficial bondage of her marital relationship due to age 
gap of ten years between them, but it also a relationship between a childlike Maya and mature 
person Gautama, she says : "when I lay in a bed at last, I continued to think of...the eternal 
flux, the eternal decay of a world of rubies and butterflies...I turned upon my bed, and turned 
again, till my fresh white nightclothes were damp with perspiration, the white sheets 
crumpled and comfortless...I summoned up again the vision of the terrific albino who had 
cast his shadow like a net across me...I had not escaped. The years had caught up, and 
now...and now I recalled that oil-slick, sibilant tongue whispering poetry to me in the bat 
tortured dark. Do you not hear the peacocks call in the wild? Are they not blood-chilling, 
their shrieks of pain? "Pia, pia,"they cry. Lover, lover. Mio, mio,-1 die, I die"(95.) 

Maya is a prisoner of the past, lives almost perpetually in the shadow world of 
memories, which engulf her; Gautama lives in the present and accepts reality and facts even 
though they are not very beautiful. On the contrary, Maya never tries to accept the facts, but 
she wants to live in her imaginary fairy world. She keeps on remembering her childhood days 
or the treatment her father meted out to her. She lives in the present as if she were living in 
the past. Her husband pertinently points out, "If you knew your Freud it would all be very 
straight-forward....You have a very obvious father obsession ...the reason why you married 
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one, a man so much older than yourself. It is a complex that unless you mature rapidly, you 
will not be able to deal with..."( 126). She is a father-obsessed child; she feels that no one 
else loves her as her father did. She seeks another father in her husband. But he does not 
respond to her accordingly. She hides her aggressive traits behind her self- effacing and self 
minimizing processes. She projects herself as a helpless, suffering martyr: a childless women 
gripped by the misfortune of her pet's death. She rushes to "the garden tap to wash the vision 
from her eyes"(5). She thinks that "she saw the evil glint of a blue bottle"(5) and grows 
hysterical. She loses her mental calm when Gautama neglects the emotional yearnings of 
Maya and remarks:"It is all over, come and drink your tea and stop crying . You must not 
cry"(7) and that he would bring another dog for her. Instead of consoling her in her grief at 
the loss of her Toto, he leaves her to meet the visitor who has come to see him and forgets all 
about the dead dog. This mechanical behavior makes Maya brood over Gautama’s 
insensitivity: “how little he knows of my misery, or how to comfort me. But then, he knew 
nothing that concerned me. Giving me an opal ring to wear on my finger, he did not notice 
the translucent skin beneath, the blue flashing veins that ran under and out of the bridge 
gold... it is his hardness - no, no, not hardness, but the distance he coldly keeps from me”(9). 
She muses: "Had there been a bond between us he would have felt its pull....But, of course 
there was none...There was no love hardly any love" (108)". She feels "defenseless and 
utterly alone"(153) in the company of the "bleak, comfortless figure"(146) passing her 
husband. She envisions "there were still spaces of darkness in between us and above and 
around and it was that which gave the air such weight....Death lurked in those spaces , the 
darkness spoke of distance , separation, loneliness- loneliness of such proportions that it 
broke the bounds of that single word and all its associations....! cried to myself - what is the 
use? I am alone(22). She screams out,"...yes, I am going insane. I am moving further and 
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further from all wisdom, all calm and shall soon be mad, if I am not that already. Perhaps it is 
my madness that leads me to imagine that horoscope...(124). 

As time passes, she becomes more and more restless, starts brooding over the feeling 
of emptiness in her heart. One reason for Maya's present state may be injurious influence of 
her father. His over protective love does not allow her any independence to grow, think and 
act as an entity. She feels herself inferior and so there is a strong desire in her to raise herself 
above others. In order to establish her uniqueness and self importance she builds around 
herself a bower of bouganvillas and jasmine buds. Anyone misfit for this world is inferior to 
her. The atmosphere in Gautama's family is charged with intellectual and social discussions. 
It lacks the finest sensibility of Maya. Gautama in sheer desperation bursts up: "you believe 
that all that is important in the world is to possess, possess riches, comforts, posies, dollies- 
all the luxuries of the fairy tale. You were brought upon, life is a fairy tale to you still"(l 15). 
Gautama for her is representative of male centered materialistic civilization and culture. The 
act of murder is revolt against callous materialistic social order. Maya believes that she is not 
fit to live in this world based on male centered wisdom, reason and order. She wants to be 
free from the chains of slavery based on customs and established norms of the society, "...all 
order is gone out of my life. All formality, there is no plan, no peace nothing to keep me with 
the pattern of familiar, everything living and doing...".(195) . She finds her life is mutilated, 
strangulated and nullified. Meaningless and loveless , her married life".... was broken 
repeatedly, and repeatedly the pieces were picked up and Put together again. As of sacred 
iron with which out of the prettiest superstition, we could not bear to par..." (40). 

Maya is extremely faithful to her extincts which, as is there nature, crave for 
unqualified and wild satisfaction. According to Freudian tenets normal people in her 
circumstances would have effected a withdrawal by influencing the instinctual urges at the 
psychic level. But tragically for Maya her very life appears to be intricately woven with and 
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highly dependent on her instincts . Given her instinctuality Maya expects some emotional and 
physical satisfaction in her married life but both of them are denied to her, one by Gautama's 
cold intellectuality and other by his age. Her longings for the sensuous enjoyment of life is 
damped by liberal doses of the Gita's philosophy of non attachment. Freud , Infact views sex 
as prototype of all pleasureable experiences of life. Maya's earthbound nature makes her well 
inclined to derive the fullest satisfaction from this intimate experience. Even when they do 
make love the act is utterly devoid of passion: "Telling me to go to sleep while he worked at 
his papers, he didn't give another thought to me, to either the soft willing body or the lonely , 
wanting mind that waited near his bed"(9). Frustrated by his coldness she gives herself upto 
a fit of pillow beating. As her disillusionment becomes a routine experience she increasingly 
sexualizes her surroundings perhaps by way of displacement. The Papaya tree in the 
courtyard , assume a new sexual significance for her. She also begins to experience 
hallucinatory visions of lizards and birds copulating in weird settings signifies gratification of 
the sexual desires which remains unfulfilled in actual life. She is infuriated when she finds 
that her husband fails to notice the dust storm. The gloomy state of affairs is unacceptable to 
Maya. Hence she eases her tension psychologically by thinking how peacock stamps and 
strikes its beak against rock, and how it seizes the snakes to breaks its body to relieve its own 
pain of past and present dilemmas.. This affects her consciousness badly and she craves for 
an urgent outlet of her emotions. Thus under the spell of delusion, she kills Gautama and 
commits suicide. Her unconscious desire to kill her husband is a revenge reaction arising out 
of her own basic frustrations- unhappy married life, unfulfilled longings and a reaction 
against her husband’s cold unresponsiveness. Through this murder and suicide, she 
experiences fulfillment and is relieved from the anxiety of past and present dilemmas. 

Maya's own name has obvious significance: she is a form of illusion (Maya 
Personified) or gone awry. The dog Toto has an even more famous literary predecessor: the 
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Toto who accompanied Dorothy on her visit to land of Oz ( The Wizard of Oz). Dorothy's 
canine companion offered her companionship on what could have been a very lonely and 
terrifying adventure. Similarly his namesake offered something just as vital to the older but 
still child like Maya. Actually Toto is a child substitute to her and gives her a sense of 
belongingness and fulfillment in life and after the death of Toto the events in her life took 
distinct turn. 

Cry, the Peacock teams with numerous striking images illuminating the dark and 
shadowy realms of Maya's consciousness and her deteriorating psychic states, a bat evokes 
Maya's imprisoned self: I felt as though a bat were caught in the same room with me and 
shrank involuntary"(25). For her the lizard Gautama becomes an insect to be swallowed "The 
lizard with glazed eyes, shared sullenly"(159). The recurrent image of the moon suggest the 
fast deteriorating mental state of Maya. In her acutely disturbed state, the moon appears to 
her sinister and ghostly. Later is depicted as a full bosomed women glowing across the sky. 
Gautama intervenes between Maya and her worshipped moon; as such she chooses to punish 
him to death. Symbolically the position of the moon in the sky parallels the lucidity of the 
thoughts of Maya, they progress in the same degree and the moon becomes o symbol of her 
psyche. 

Apart from father obsession and incompatibility with her husband, Maya is disturbed 
by another phenomenon - the prophecy made by albino astrologer that one of the couple will 
soon die in unnatural way, she cannot get herself away with thought of astrologer whose eyes 
are pale, opaque and gives him a appearance of morbidity. During all these nightmares of 
animated and endured suffering, she moves farther and farther away from reality descending 
into the hideous well of loneliness and unreality where the only echoes are that of Albino's 
dread prophecies and of the peacocks cries of the death in the moments of love. Her 
transitions from neurosis to psychosis is powerfully underscored in the scene of dust storm in 
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which she is shown as running: "On and on, from room to room laughing as manaics laughs 
once the world gives them up and surrenders them to their freedom"(190). Maya shutting 
herself in as a measure of protection from the raging duststorm is symbolic of her total 
withdrawal from the world of purposeful actions and meaningful relationship. A healthy 
emotional life would have given her a sense of security and stopped her psyche from 
decaying. Freud attributes neurosis of women to sexual dissatisfaction resulting from the 
rigours of civilized sexual morality. Experience shows "...that women who are subjected to 
the disillusionments of marriage fall ill of severe neuroses which permanently darkens their 
life"(47). She has a secure home, earning husband and well defined future, typical of Indian 
standards. But these ideal external conditions are not acceptable to her unconscious where her 
desire for unbridled freedom is hidden. The close and suffocating psychic state does not help 
her to see the meaning of life. Her mind has been pining for unrequited and unconditional 
love which she does not find in her worldly wise and mature husband. In a fit to relieve her 
body and self from the painful living she throws her husband from the parapet of the house 
and committed suicide. It is a open ended novel leaving the readers free to form their own 
conjectures. Her dismembered and disillusioned self is psychologically disoriented and 
becomes a victim of the inadequacy of the human relationship. 
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